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* On Jan. 9, former senior officials of the US, Soviet and Cuban governments commenced a fourday conference to discuss the October 1962 missile crisis, and how to avoid similar future conflicts
that could lead to war. Participants included Robert McNamara, Arthur Schlesinger Jr., Fidel
Castro, and top Soviet military officers. Meanwhile, only a few miles away in Florida, the first moves
were underway of a potential confrontation of the sort conference participants were committed to
avoiding. The Miami-based station Radio Mambo, run by Cuban exiles, was using the air waves to
collect 100,000 signatures for an open letter to President George Bush. The letter called on Bush to
send US military forces to Cuba to overthrow Castro. The exile community is convinced that the
day has finally arrived when open confrontation with the Cuban government is both necessary
and possible. Exiles point to the following developments as evidence of fertile ground for Castro's
ouster: (1) In the past year, over 2,000 Cubans illegally left the island bound for the United States.
(2) Rumors of military insubordination are said to be widespread. Recently, military personnel
permitted the theft of a Mig 29 helicopter. (3) The Cuban coast guard and air force seem to be
less efficient than usual in preventing illegal departures from the island. The Cuban American
Foundation, in radio broadcasts from the Dominican Republic, has stepped up calls urging the
Cuban military to revolt against Castro. At least six clandestine radio stations are transmitting the
same messages to the island. Cubans are encouraged to sabotage anything which appears connected
to the government and steal government property. Young people are specifically targeted by the
broadcasts. Inside Cuba economic conditions have progressively deteriorated. The decline in oil
supplies and shortages of spare parts, foodstuffs, medicines and other subsistence goods have had a
devastating impact on citizens. Cuba's traditional allies in the former Soviet bloc have disappeared
while exile organizations are opening new offices throughout eastern Europe and in the Russian
republic. Western European and Latin American governments are demanding specific political
changes as pre-requisites to supplying aid. Adding to the besieged fortress mentality, the US Navy
continues to carry out maneuvers off the Cuban coast, while US Air Force planes have stepped up
violations of Cuban air space. Until recently, Cuban human rights activists managed to survive in
the context of government policy alternating between tolerance and persecution. Last summer,
individuals representing disparate and largely unorganized human rights groups set up a single
umbrella organization. Some of these groups commenced political advocacy activities, seemingly
at the best of exile leaders with close ties to the US government. The Cuban government reacted
swiftly, invoking legislation which prohibits opposition political activity. Several key individuals
were incarcerated at precisely the time when the National Endowment for Democracy (NED), a
semi-autonomous agency of the US government, began to distribute money to selected domestic
opponents of the Castro regime. For Cuban officials, the above confluence of events added up to US
intervention in domestic affairs, and an escalation of the conflict between Washington and Havana.
Carlos Aldana, one of the few relatively moderate voices within the upper echelons of the Cuban
government, had no alternative but to join the ranks of the "hawks." In a recent speech, Aldana
denounced the escalation in activities aimed at overthrowing the government. He also accused
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the Catholic Church of participating in counter-revolutionary activities. Most Cuba analysts agree
that, despite generalized discontent there is no independent political force posing an immediate
threat to the Cuban government. The recent Communist Party Congress dissuaded those who
believed change might come from within the party. No other state institution, including the military,
has shown any inclination to challenge Fidel Castro's rule. Meanwhile, exile community leaders
and some Bush administration officials are convinced that a single major incident could easily
trigger a large-scale crisis. Since such an incident is unlikely to emerge on the island, attempts have
already begun to "export" one. On Dec. 29, in the first such attempt three Cuban exiles carrying
sophisticated weapons and explosives landed on the coast of Matanzas province, where they were
quickly apprehended. The Cuban media reported that the abortive mission might be the first of
many. On Jan. 20, group leader Eduardo Diaz Betancourt was executed by firing squad. Cuban
authorities follow US media reports very closely. The recent flurry of articles asserting that Castro
may have had a hand in the John F. Kennedy assassination increases concern in Havana that the US
public is being set up for a pre-election "surprise." Similar demonization campaigns were played
out in the US media against Manuel Noriega and Saddam Hussein. While the Cold War may have
ended in Europe and elsewhere, an escalation of the conflict between the US and Cuba is apparent.
The time for bilateral negotiations is now. Let the lessons of the missile crisis be learned in this
hemisphere. * LADB project director and Sociology Department faculty member at the University of
New Mexico, Albuquerque, NM.
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